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‘Aging’ worries after MTR breakdown

Beatrice Siu

Concerns are mounting over the MTR
system’s aging parts after the train ser-
vice between Tai Po Marketand Fo Tan
was disrupted for four hours, affecting
thousands of commuters. :

The MTR Corp, expected to be fined
an estimated HK$5 million under a pen-
alty system, blamed the morning break-
down on a part with faulty insulation be-
tween University and Fo Tan stations.

Just 10 minutes after the service
resumed at around 3.30pm, a passenger
said he saw sparks at the top of a cabin
on a Hung Hom-bound train. The train
captain evacuated the passengers but ser-
vice was not disrupted. :

The electric malfunction occurred at
around 11.25am. Witnesses said they
heard something boom.

As emergency repairs to the power
cable were under way on the Hung Hom-
bound track, limited 20-minute service
was provided between Fo Tan and Tai
Po Market stations, with trains running
both ways on a single track.”

Service between Fo Tan and Hung
Hom and Lo Wu and Tai Po Market was
maintained at six-minute intervals, and
every 15 minutes for Lok Ma Chau and
Tai Po Market.

MTR deployed feeder buses which -

made 300 trips between Sha Tinand Tai
Po Market, taking 21,000 passengers.
Commuters, however, complained
that platforms and exits became so
crowded. ‘“The arrangement was so bad

and it took more than 30 minutes going .

to Hung Hom, and another 20 minutes
waiting for the train to move,’” a woman
said. '

Another passenger said: ‘It would
have saved more time if the bus went di-
rectly to Sha Tin. People were all stuck
at Fo Tan.”

The MTR said it is investigating the
two incidents, including the sparks seen
at Kowloon station.

The passenger who saw the sparks
said he “‘smelled something weird”’ as
the train was going from Tai Wai and
passed through the tunnel.

“‘AsIgotoffat Kowloon Tong, I saw
flaring at the top.”’

Lo Kok-keung of the Hong Kong

* Polytechnic University’s Department of

Mechanical Engineering said the dam-
aged insulation could lead to a short cir-
cuit and cut down supply.

Workers make repairsonthet

2

He said the East Rail Line has been
running for a long time and believes the
frequent breakdowns could be caused by
aging parts. Most vulnerable, he added,
are the parts exposed outdoors, including
sensors detecting points where the train
stops.

- ““Having more cabins also means
having more parts, which increases its

“chances of aging,”” he said.

“Despite the MTR’s check-ups,
there could be more than 100,000 parts
throughout the whole system. It is hard
to detect the damaged parts.””

racks, leading to a growing crowd at the University station, though
after service resumes flaring is spotted ontop of atraincarin Kowloon Tong station. SINGTAO

Legislator Gary Fan Kwok-wai ques-
tioned if the penalty mechanism is an ef-
fective deterrent.

The Transport Department said it will
demand a report from the company.

The latest incident came after the

TseungKwan O Line had a coppercable .

broken on December 16, leading to a
five-hour disruption of service. ‘
The following day, smoke emerged
from the air-conditioning system at the
top of the cabin of a Light Rail train in
Tin Shui Wai.
beatrice.siu@singtaonewscorp.com
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Jennifer Ngo and Ada Lee

The MTR Corporation has prom-
ised to replace a suspect batch of
electrical insulators on the East
Rail Line after a second fault in 10
days caused delays for three
hours during the evening rush.
Yesterday’s chaos prompted
operations director Dr Jacob
Kam Chak-pui to-admit that the
MTR had failed to screen a batch
of insulators from a “famous
European brand” that were in-
stalled in 2011 and are being
blamed for the problems.
Services were hit from about
4pm after a faulty insulator in an

overhead cable near Fanling sta-

tion triggered a short circuit.
Trains travelling in both direc-
tions between Tai Po Market and
the Lo Wu and Lok Ma Chau sta-

tions were forced to share a track
until the problem was fixed some

- three hours later.

Trains ran at 15-minute inter-
vals between Hung Hom and Tai
Po Market, every 20 minutes be-
tween Tai Po Market and Lo Wu
and every 30 minutes from Tai Po
Market to Lok Ma Chau.

“It’s even worse than the die-
sel-fuel trains in the old days,”
said passenger Cheung Kun-
sing, who was forced to wait for
more than half an hour at Fanling
for a train to Hung Hom.

“Of course I'm extremely dis-
satisfied with the MTR. Break-
downs a few times in just a few
months,” said Cheung.

He complained that he had

not even been told there was a .

problem until he reached the
platform at Fanling.
MTR chief executive Jay Wal-

der apologised to passengers for
the delay and admitted the cause
of the delays was “very similar” to
the one at University station on
February 9.

He promised an independent
external review. Meanwhile, the
MTR will deploy 60 to 70 staff to
replace all the insulators from the
batch that are installed at 65 crit-
ical locations along the East Rail
Line. This would take 10 days.

_ Insulators, usually made of
porcelain, are needed to separate
the cables above the train tracks
from the steel columns support-

ing them, explained engineer
Edmund Leung Kwong-ho.

Professor Lo Kok-keung, of
Polytechnic University’s depart-
ment of mechanical engineering,
said damaged insulators were a
serious problem because they
could cut power to the cables and
halt the system.

He said insulators normally
lasted longer than 10 years and it
would be very rare for them to
break within three years. He said
the Fanling insulator may have
been faulty when it was pro-
duced, but said such a scenario
was unusual. He thought it un-
likely that the whole system was
installed with faulty insulators.

The two latest incidents on
the East Rail Line were unrelated
to interruptions on the Tseung
Kwan O Line and the Light Railin
December and last month, said
Walder, However, he agreed the
frequency of incidents over the
past 10 days was concerning and
admitted the MTR could have
provided better service.

Additional reporting by Shirley Zhao
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Insulators made in
China, admits MTR

QiLuo

The MTR yesterday admitted the
insulators that caused two Fast
Rail breakdowns in 10 days were
made in China.

The railway earlier said a
number of insulators from the
same imported batch were found to
be faulty and that it had decided to
replace 63 of them in various parts
ofthe network. So far, 23 have
beenreplaced. ‘

The admission came as angry
commuters in Shenzhen openly
asked the MTR to get out of the city
following service delays on the
Metro’s Longhua Line, which it
operates.

The MTR said the damaged
insulators were imported through

European brand Allied Insulators
but were manufactured in the
mainland.

““The MTR is following up
with the company and will not
make further purchases till the
follow-up is complete,”” it said.

The insulators that caused the
breakdowns were used to directly
connect the pillars and high-
voltage cables that provide
electricity to the trains.

Meanwhile, about 400 East
Rail passengers were evacuated

* yesterday after sparks were seen

coming from a train leaving the Tai
Wai Station.

A spokeswoman said MTR
staffsaw the sparks and informed
the operations control center.

The insulato are being replaced by
the MTR, which encountered other

service problemsin Shenzhen, left.

“‘ About 400 passengers were
asked to get off at Kowloon Tong
station and the train was drivento a
depot for checking.”

She said the reason for the
sparks was unknown because
checking could not start until the
train services stopped at about
midnight.

In Shenzhen, thousands of
commuters were late for work over -
the past two days because of signal
problems. -

A spokeswoman for MTR’s
Shenzhen office said there was a
signal problem at Children’s
Palace and trains passing through
had tobe guided manually.

‘“We had to limit trains to every
three to four minutes instead of two
and a half minutes at peak hours,”’
she said.

A Weibouser said he had to
wait for more than 30 minutes to
getonatrain.
gi.luo@singtaonewscorp.com
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§§Ef¢w9 comes one day after five-hour shutdown
on Tseung Kwan O line; bosses face questions
over use of contractors for maintenance

Ada Lee and clifford Lo

The MTR suffered its second set-
back in 24 hours yesterday when
one of its light-rail trains burst
into flames, sparking the evacua-
tion of 160 rush-hour passengers.
The incident, in Tin Shui Wai,
came less than a day aftera power
failure halted services on the

Tseung Kwan O MTR line for al- .

most five hours, promptmg con-
cerns over the contracting out of
maintenance work on;the line.
No one was injured in yester-
day’s fire but fire crews and
ambulances sped to the scene
shortly before 9am after smoke
was seen billowing from the air-

conditioning system on the roof .

at the rear of the two-carriage
train near Tin Wu.

The 160 passengers were
evacuated at Tin Wu and the
burning train was taken to an
emergency platforim at Hung Tin
Road, where fire crews took 15
minutes to douse the flames.

The blaze followed Monday’s
major incident which closed
down the Tseung Kwan O line for
hours, leaving MTR employees
and lawmakers questioning
whether a policy of contracting
out maintenance work was a

contributing factor.
Maintenance has been car-

ried out by subcontractors since

the line opened in 2002: One

~MTR worker said the quality;ef:-
‘maintenance was so unsatisfac
‘tory that, earlier:this year;10:
.workers from other lines hadto. .

be’ redeployed to work.on the
track, which runs from Hong
Kong Island to the eastern New
TerTitories.

Monday’s problems began
when ‘a 30-mette length of over-
head cable came loose between
Yau Tong and Tiu King Leng sta-
tions on a stretch of track shared
by the Kwun Tong line.

AKwun Tongline train bound
for Yau Ma Tei was forced to stop
in a tunnel, while another was
stopped at Tiu Keng Leng station.
The entire Tseung Kwan O line
and the shared section of the

~ Kwun Tong line were closed for

most of the afternoon, causing
travel chaos.

One employee, who asked not
to be named, said the 10 workers
only recently finished on the line.

“Some track works should
have been done better and some:
mechanical parts should be in

_ better condition,” he said. “The

10 workers had just gone back to
their own positions two months

Some track
works [by
contractors]
should have been
done better

MTR WORKER

ago,-and [on Monday] the acci-
dent happened.”

Wong Yuen-wood, chairman
of the MTR Staff General Associa-
tion, said the situation was espe--
cially worrying since the rede-
ployment of the 10 staff could
haveled to a manpower shortage

-.elsewhere and affected safety.

.. Unionist fawmaker Tang Ka- .
piu protested against subcon-

tracting outside MTR headquar-
“ters in Kowloon Bdy yesterday.
‘NeoDemocrat-Gary Fan Kwok-

waialso criticised the company
for its inadequate contingency
procedures, which left passen-
gers waiting outside in the rain
for buses to other stations. He
criticised the government for not
encouraging more alternative
modes of transport to the railway.

Adi Lau Tin-shing, the MTR’s
deputy director of operations,
said work by contractors met
MTR standards. He said the com-
pany was still investigating the
cause, and inspections on Mon-
day night found that trains and
other overhead cables were oper-
ating properly. It would review
contingency arrangements, he
added. He said the section of
cable had passed an annual in-
spection in late October.

The MTR Corporation has
three working days to handin a
report to the government. It
could be fined up to HK$7.5 mil-
lion if it is found responsible.
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Light rail disrupted for two hours

Ernest Kao
ernest.kao@scmp.com

Light-rail services across eight
stationsinthe Yuen Long and Tin
Shui Wai areas were disrupted
yesterday morning, causing
droves of rush-hour passengers
to be transferred to shuttle buses.

The two-hour stoppage was
believed to be because of the fail -
ure of overhead line equipment
between Hang Mei Tsuen and
Tong Fong Tsuen, the MTR Cor-
poration said. “The circuit in the
overhead lines tripped and
causeda suspension in the power
supply,” a spokesman said.

The fault was thought to have
been caused by a damaged

insulator. The device was in-

stalled in the middle oflast year.

“We will launch a detailed in-
vestigation with the component
supplier to find out the cause,”
the spokesman said. Ifit turns out
tobe an electrical failure, it will be
the third time in two months that
such a breakdown has seriously

) affected the MTR’s train services.

Services came to astandstill at
about6.15am atHangMei Tsuen,
Tong Fong Tsuen, Ping Shan,
Shui Pin Wai, Fung Nin Road,
Hong Lok Road, Tai Tong Road
and Yuen Long stations. Five
routes were diverted.

The driver evacuated the
twin-carriage train after smoke
billowed from the roof. No one
was injured.

Free shuttle buses were
offered to commuters at the
Hung Tin Road emergency plat-
form and the Yuerr Long and Tin

'Eight stations in Yuen Long and Tin Shui Wai affected yesterday morning .

' Shui Wai stations. Train services -

resumed at 8.30am.

“There have been many prob-
lems recently,” one passenger
said. “But I'm not going to.stop
using it. Residents of Tin Shui Wai
don’treally have a choice; it’s one
of the easiest and cheapest ways
to getaround.”

On December 16, a power fail-
ure on the Tseung Kwan O line
halted MTR services for nearly
five hours, plunging the city’s
transport network into chaos.

A day later a light-rail train
burst into flames at Tin Wu, Tin
Shu Wai, causing the evacuation
0f 160 rush-hour passengers.

And in May last year; 77
passengers were injured, four
seriously, when a light-rail train
derailed near Castle Peak Road.

Secretary for Transport and
Housing Professor Anthony
Cheung Bing-leung said he had
recently reminded the company
to inspect its railways for ageing
equipment and equipment in
need of upgrading.

Cheung noted that service
disruptions were less common
last year compared with previous
years, but acknowledged such
incidentshad recentlybecome “a
bit more frequent”.
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